MORMONISM AND THE MAORI: A LOOK AT BEGINNINGS by Grant Underwood

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints launched a sustained mission to the New
Zealand Maori beginning in the 1880s. Within a few short years thousands had been baptized. By
the turn of the century, the church counted nearly a tenth of the total Maori population as members,
with a significantly higher percentage in certain pas (settlements) along the east coast of the North
Island from the southern Wairarapa to Poverty Bay and beyond. 1 The reason Mormonism was so
well accepted among a significant minority of Maori in the final decades of the nineteenth century
and why it continues to thrive among them in the twenty-first century is that it provided an
unusually rich, culturally compatible resource for self-understanding. Becoming Mormon
represented religious, cultural innovation for nineteenth-century Maori. How that innovation may
have acquired authenticity in their eyes and how it played out in the first sustained attempt to teach
the Maori are the subjects of my presentation.
Prior contact with European traders, whalers, and missionaries had introduced the Bible to
the Maori. Naturally, they read it in light of their own attitudes and experiences. In the words of one
historian, "a Maori conversion of Christianity was apparent from the first." 2 Reading the Bible from
their "social location" in the second half of the nineteenth century and especially in the aftermath of
the land wars of the 1860s highlighted the particular ability of Old Testament imagery and
metaphor to encapsulate the contemporary Maori condition and to provide hope in the face of
dispossession and distress. Maori easily identified with Israelite oppression at the hands of Gentile
neighbors and shared in the Israelite dreams of deliverance and eventual restoration and triumph.
So closely did their recent history seem to parallel that of ancient Israel that some Maori began to
incorporate the Israelite saga into their own traditions. This was particularly true of the new Maori
religions like the Pai Marire and Te Ringatu. 3 The Maori prophet Te Whiti, for instance, once told
nineteenth-century historian James Cowan, "we come from the land of Canaan."' 4
The Book of Mormon reinforced this link and was read to account for the Israelite origins of
the Maori, indeed of all Polynesians, just as it did for the origins of the Native Americans. Book of
Mormon narratives were easily grafted on to Maori traditions. A prime example is provided by
early Hawkes Bay convert Stuart Meha. In the 19 SOs, as a very old man and one of the most revered
LDS kaumatua (elders), Meha was asked to preserve in writing some of his traditional knowledge.
He recorded this explanation of Maori origins:
I will now give the tradition as it was couched in words by our forefathers, also the
translation into English. The translation must be literal in order to retain as nearly as
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4 "Te Whiti-o-Rongomai III, Erueti, ?-1907: Taranaki Leader, Prophet." DNZ, 531. See also
M. P. K. Sorrenson, Maori Or igins and Migrations (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1979) .

76

)

7

possible the real meaning which our antecedents wished to pass down to posterity. Here is
the position:
I haere mai taua i Hawaiki
Tawhiti nui, Tawhiti roa, Tawhiti pamamao, i Te Hono i Wai rua. No more, no
less--translation of the Maori: "1 hae re mai ta ua i Hawaiki:" English: "You and I have
come from Hawaiki." Maori: "Tawhiti nui. Tawhiti roa. Tawhiti pamamao;" "a great
distance away, an extended distance away, an extremely remote distance away."
Maori: "i Te Hono i Wai-rua;" "even from the joining at the two waters.""
The last part--"i te Hono i wairua"--is where the students of Maori history
fell into error. The last two words wai rua they regarded as one word, wairua.
w-a-i-r-u-a, one word, and when taken that way it meant "spirit." Thus, their
translations would read "from the joining of the spirit," presumably with a body. We
say the view they took is erroneous and that the old Maori migrant meant just what
he had said orally--that they had come from the joining (lliillQ)--the land where two
great waters meet. We declare and assertthe joining is the isthmus of Panama and
the waters are the Atlantic ocean on the eastern side of it and the Pacific on the
western. 5
A slightly different rendering of this traditional Maori verse was recorded by Alma
Greenwood, pioneering Mormon missionary along the East Coast, shortly after he arrived in the
Wairarapa to start preaching to the Maori there. Greenwood reported in his journal what he
"gleaned" from paramount Wairarapa chief Manihera Rangitakaiwaho "respecting the history of the
Maori where they came from &c." Wrote Greenwood, "Tawhitinui" is the ancient name for Fiji, the
place them Maoris were at before coming to New Zealand. "Tawhiti roa" the ancient Maori name for
Sandwich Islands, and means far away. The country where the Maoris were before coming to Fiji.
"Tawbitipamamao" the Ancient Maori name for America, and means still farth er away. the country
where the Maoris were before they went to the Sandwich Islands. <Te Honoiwarua> [above-theline insertion in original] "Wairua tapu" the ancient Maori name for Palestine, meaning the place
where the received the holy ghost. The place where the Maoris were first before going to
Americas." 6
What is distinctive in these accounts is how they provide an identity for the legendary Maori
homeland "Hawaiki" that is much earlier in time and more distant in geography than generally
portrayed. 7 Most chants, songs, and whakapapa (genealogies) are focused on linking Maori to the
seven canoes of the "Great Fleet" which supposedly sailed from a Society Islands Hawaiki around
1350 AD. Mormon accounts, however, penetrate that misty prehistory prior to the sailing of the
Great Fleet, prior even to the voyages of the "discoverer" Kupe.
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The apparently mutual interest between Maori and LDS missionaries in a selfunderstanding that included an Israelite connection by way of the Book of Mormon is well
documented in the earliest LDS records. Missionary Alma Greenwood, for instance, linked the
conversion of the prominent chief Ihaia Whakmairu to the significance of the Book of Mormon. For
7 July 1883, Greenwood recorded, "continued rehearsing Joseph Smith's visions, the coming forth of
the Book of Mormon & the giving the origin of the Maoris .. .in the evening Isaiah [Ihaia] asked for
baptism." Three months later he wrote, "occupied most of the day reading the 'Book of Mormon"' to
the Maori. At one point, his auditors "became much animated & excited ... saying they had a
tradition among them, which referred to similar circumstances occurring in the history of their
forefathers. I related many things found recorded in this book to them & the more they learn of its
contents, the more they are convinced of it furnishing ample information to account for their
origin." 8 Shortly after commencing his mission, John S. Ferris, reported that he "talk[ed] to Some of
the Maories to learn their history and I Find that as a people they Claim to be the true descendants
of Ephraim and that they also Claim to the Best of their Knowledge that their Fore Fathers left
palestine in the days of King Nebuckadnezar and came on the Big Ocean and are Evidently
Connected With the ancient history of South America, and from there have Wandered off into the
Islands of the Pacific Seas and partly Lost them Selves in the flow of time." 9
Another link between Maoritanga and Mormonism was their mutual affirmation of the
supernatural. European Christianity had long since abandoned belief in the contemporary
necessity of what were termed the "spiritual gifts"-- miraculous healings, prophecies, visions, etc.
As in colonial Africa, Pakeha missionary indifference in New Zealand to the more fundamental
spiritual concerns of the Maori, specifically in relation to disease, infertility, exorcism, and makutu
(sorcery), left a void that the new religious movements and Mormonism were able to fill. Maori
belief in a lively and present interaction between the spiritual and natural realms had always been
fundamental to their worldview. The Christian rationalism of the Pakeha, which downplayed if not
denied such interactions, probably just seemed strange and incomplete to the Maori. Such a
disconnect, however, did not take place in their experience with the Mormons. Chided from the
beginning by other Christians for their vigorous affirmation and demonstration of the thinness of
the veil between this world and the spirit realm, Latter-day Saint missionaries to Aotearoa
encountered a people every bit as believing and accustomed to spiritual experience as they were.
Accounts of miraculous healings and spiritual giftedness fill the diaries of the Mormon missionaries.
Indeed, the very first Maori branch seems to have been raised up as the result of the dramatic
restoration to health of a chiefs daughter in the Waikato region. 10
Maori prophecy also aided in the establishment of Mormonism in Aotearoa. One of the
earliest accounts comes from Hirini Whaanga, son of prominent nineteenth century Te Mahia chief,
Ihaka Whaanga, and one of the most important early converts to the LDS church:
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"I desire to tell you of a prophecy by one of my forefathers, Arama Toiroa.
Amongst our people this chief was regarded as a seer ... In the year 1830 this Arama
Toiroa gathered his children, grandchildren, and relatives together. At this time
most of his descendants had joined the church of England, and the aged chief,
addressing them, said: 'My dear friends, you must leave that church, for it is not the
true church of the God of Heaven. The church you have joined is from the earth and
not from Heaven.' Upon hearing this his people asked, 'Where then can we find a
church where we can worship the true God?' Arama Toiroa answered, 'There will
come to you a true form of worship; it will be brought from the east, even from
beyond the Heavens. It will be brought across the great ocean and you will hear of it
coming to Poneke (Wellington) .... Afterwards its representatives will come to Te
Mahia .... When this 'Karakia' (form of worship) is introduced among you, you will
know it, for one shall stand and raise both hands to Heaven. When you see this sign
enter into that church.
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A half a century later, the Mormon missionaries arrived in the Mahia district. According to
Whaanga, "when the descendants of the old chief saw the Elders in prayer, with hands uplifted to
heaven, they marveled and said, 'This is indeed the church for us, for did not our revered forefather,
Arama Toiroa, prophesy about it?' In that year (1884) my people were baptized into the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints." 11
A number of non-LOS sources attest the existence and prophetic utterances of a Te Toiroa.
The interpretations, however, vary. By some, his prophecy is remembered as simply predicting the
arrival of the Pakeha and is therefore viewed as having reference to Capt. Cook. 12 Tradition among
the Maori Ringatu church and some of leader Te Kooti's mansucripts, on the other hand, identify a
matakite (seer) named Toiroa (Ikahiki) as having predicted the rise of Te Kooti. 13 Whether these
memories point to the same matakite or to different individuals in the same whanau (family) is not
clear. It seems unlikely, though, that the Arama Toiroa mentioned above by Hirini Whaanga is the
same as the Toiroa of Ringatu tradition because Hamiora Mangakahia, first Premier of the
Kotahitanga Maori Parliament and also a Mormon, claimed to be the one chosen to fulfill Toiroa's
prophecies in his work with the Kotahitanga movement.1 4
The preservation among the Ringatu of a memory of a Toiroa prophecy about the
association of the upraised hand (ringatu) with the new faith and the upraised hand is particularly
noteworthy because it means that two contemporary faiths--the Mormons and the Ringatu--laid
claim to what appears to be the same prophecy. 15 Ironically, the Mormon tradition is more explicit
in terms of prayer with raised hands being the distinguishing characteristic of the new, true religion
even though the association is weaker with the Mormons. While praying with upright hand( s) was
known to nineteenth-century American Mormonism, it was reserved for special occasions and was
Hirini Whaanga, "A Maori Prophet," Juvenile Instructor 37 (March 1902): 152-153. See
Binney, Redemption Songs, p. 13.
12 Binney, "Ancestral Voices," p. 153.
13 Binney, Redemption Songs , 11-13.
14 Binney, Redemption Songs , 13.
15 Binney, Redemption Songs , 24. Most Ringatu traditions about Toiroa's prophecies focus
on the person of Te Kooti.
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not the usual prayer format in congregational or personal worship. Judging by surviving journals,
the practice was either not very widespread or its significance was not appreciated by the LDS
missionaries who first went among the Maori, because there is virtually no mention of it by them.
As for Maori Mormon accounts, it is usually only mentioned in the context of prophecy fulfilled
rather than ongoing churchly practice. Among the Ringatu, however, it is a distinctive and central
liturgy. 16
We turn now to a specific moment in the Mormon-Maori encounter that illustrates how
from the beginning some Maori, particularly those in the Maori new religions, discerned a
fundamental cultural compatibility with Mormonism. Here I shall focus on an the relationship
between the Ringatu and the Mormons. Their shared values included belief in the revealed origin
of their respective religions, the efficacy of ongoing inspiration, the importance of "covenants," and
the connection to ancient Israel. Mormon missionaries would have been pleasantly surprised to
encounter the Ringatu tradition preserved by the tohunga Eria Raukura that the old Israelite
covenant "had been altered by [Maori] ancestors over the years, [for] more than 1000 years had
passed since [their] migration out of Canaan." 17 A number of Ringatu or Maori with Ringatu
leanings on the East Coast joined the LDS church when it arrived in the 1880s.18 Mormon
missionary Ephraim Magel by often preached in Ringatu whares in the mid-1880s. In one village, "I
asked the privilege of speaking to them in the evening after their services. The people being
Ringatus, my request was granted." 19 Elsewhere he wrote, "Ringatu people are very good to listen
to what we have to say," and he reported that the Ringatus said the LDS church "was like theirs." In
one pa, the Ringatu tohunga (priest) was "was good and rejoiced in our preaching, but when he saw
that people began to believe, he thought he had better put a stop to this," so he refused to allow
them to continue preaching in the Ringatu house. 20 According to Hana Puriri Cotter (b. 1912) of the
prominent LDS whanau, the Puriris of Hawkes Bay, her grandparents and Rangikawea and Hana
Terina Puriri were Ringatu before becoming Mormons.
The first sustained attempt to bring the Maori into the Mormon fold took place among a
group of Ringatu near Opotiki on the North Island's Bay of Plenty. The LDS missionary John S.
Ferris stopped there to replenish his nearly exhausted financial resources while en route to
Auckland. He got work as a laborer in the corn fields, working side-by-side with the Maori. Within
days, he was visiting the Maori each evening to share his message. It turned out that they were

16 Binney, Redempt ion Songs, 289, 420-21. Though simple liturgical incorporation dates
from the late 1860s, the practice evolved and expanded over the years and name Ringatu was
not applied to the faith until the late 1880s. It is noteworthy that Pai Marire practictioners
(also known as Hau Hau) who flourished in the 1860s also prayed with upraised hand, and
some who later joined the Mormon church had formerly been associated with this group.
Resonances between the two faiths did not go unnoticed. Sir William Fox described
Hau-Hauism as including "a large infusion of Judaism" and "some leading features of
Mormonism." Cit. in Stuart C. Scott, The Travesty of Waitangi (Dunedin: Campbell Press,
1995), 100.
17 Cit. in Binney, Redemption Songs, 28.
18 Lineham, "The Mormon Message in the Context of Maori Culture," 79 declares, but does
not document, that "it is sometimes claimed that the Mormons 'took over' from Te Kooti."
19 Ephraim Magelby Journal, 1885-1888, Church Archives, 7 March 1888.
20 Magleby Journal, 2 Feb, 31Jan, 12 Feb 1887.
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followers of Te Kooti, Ringatus, though the name was not yet in use. 21 Ferris found them quite
receptive to his emphasis on the Israelite identity of the Maori, as well as to his accounts of God's
dramatic revelations and conferral of power in the "last days." One Maori who heard about Ferris
traveled "from some 80 miles distant and met with me at their camp this evening ... they say he
wants to join my church." Ferris was clearly excited. He added that his hosts said that "if their big
Chief Te- Ko-Ta [Te Kooti] joins, they will all join." This conjured up visions of the great LOS
missionary success among the Hawaiians several decades earlier. These Maori "will be a band of
people like them at Honolulu that the Mormons have been working with for years," rhapsodized
Ferris, concluding, "this may be the beginning of another native mission and a great work if they get
started in the right of the church." 22
While subsequent events suggest that Ferris overestimated his chances for success, the
description he provided of an initially warm and spiritually open response from these Ringatu rings
true for what is known of some nineteenth-century Maori. European Christian partisanship did not
define their approach to the gospel. The Maori "showed a persistent reluctance to accept the
Christian doctrine of denominational exclusivity" and examples of "double and triple dipping" are
not unheard of. In time, this "tendency to float between or simultaneously adhere to two or more
religious groups" would, to a degree, also impact the Mormons, but in the early years it helped open
far more doors among the Maori than were ever open to them among the much larger Pakeha
population. 23
A week after Ferris recorded his hopes for success, he noted, "am now surrounded by the
Maoris that want to talk on the Gospel and learn all about the Book of Mormon and are willing to
take me to the Camp of te-Ko-ta [Te Kooti] in the Wy-Cat-to [Waikato]." 24 Right away Ferris wrote
to his missionary leader in Auckland for advice. The leader, William M. Bromley, recorded in his
diary: "receive[d] a letter from brother Ferris at Opotiki. He writes that he is preaching to the
Maories every night and that they are anxious to embrace the truth. He says that they propose to
furnish him a horse to ride and food to eat if he will go" to King Country where both Te Kooti and
the king, Tawhiao, who had given him political asylum, then resided. Ferris "further state[d] that
the Maories tell him that more than a year ago the king said a White man would come across the sea
and preach to them the true gospel and they affirm that they believe he is the man." 25 Presumably
to convince the king that he was indeed the one foreseen in vision, Ferris next "sent [his]
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21 Binney, Redemption Songs, 420-21 dates the earliest use of the term Ringatu to 1887, a
half a dozen years after the events Ferris is describing. Aside from their attachment to Te
Kooti, the tipoff that they are Ringatus comes from this brief entry in Ferris's diary for 4 June
1881: "they keep Saturday for Sunday." Ferris actually kept two diaries. One, more of a
scheduler, was kept in a book titled DAILY JOURNAL 1881 purchased in San Francisco on his
way to New Zealand. Hereafter it will be cited a Ferris Journal # 1. The entry cited above is
taken from a second volume, a lined notebook. At times, though not always, it appears to have
been written after the often briefer daybook entries in Ferris Journal # 1. Hereafter, it will be
cited as Ferris Journal #2.
22 Ferris Journal #2, 4 June 1881.
23 Belich, Making P eoples, 218, 223.
24 Ferris Journal #1, 12 June 1881. Te Kooti, who would not be pardoned by the
government until 1883, was at that time living in Te Kuiti in the Rohe Potae (King Country).
25 Bromley Journal, 16 June 1881.
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photograph and a letter to Te-ko-ta [Te Kooti], the counselor to the king, in the high mountains of
the Chat-e-Chat, by Chief Makatarina Tamaru [Makarini Tamarau]." 26
The mana conferred upon this unlettered miner from southern Utah by seemingly being
identified in Maori prophecy is attested by the fact he attracted the attention and involvement of
one of the pre-eminent chiefs of the large Tuhoe tribe. Makarini Tamarau was no passing player on
the stage of Maori affairs in the latter part of the nineteenth century. He held chiefly rank in Ngati
Koura, Ngai Te Riu, Ngati Muriwai, and Ngati Hinekura hapu (subtribes), and was one of the most
influential members of the Tuhoe governing body, Te Whitu Tekau (the Seventy). He had
represented tribal interests with the government since the 1860s. Later, he recorded Tuhoe
traditions and whakapapa for the Urewera Land Commission and was the chief informant for
Eidson Best's famous Tuhoe: Children of the Mist. His mana as well as his involvement with the
Ringatu faith is symbolized by the fact that following his death, his son, Takarua Tamarau was
regarded as the paramount chief of the entire Tuhoe tribe and also became the head of the Ringatu
church.27 That Ferris attracted the interest of such a man is no small matter.
It would be another two months before Ferris learned of the impact ofTamarau's visit (and
his photgraph) to King country. When he did, the reply was delivered by several other chiefs,
including Kereru Te Pukenui, paramount chief of the nearby Ngati Rongo hapu of the Tuhoe tribe.
Ferris was thrilled with the message that Te Pukenui and his delegation bore. They began by
acknowledging that Ferris was now known throughout "all of the upper country ... of the Urawera
[Urewera wilderness]," and they had heard about him from "many" of their people. Even more
impressive, the connection to prophecy was reiterated, "Tekota [Te Kooti] told them that I was the
same man that he had told them about two years ago that would come from a far country and give
them the good church, and that Tekota [Te Kooti] said there were two more coming, and then the
Maories would have no more war, but they would have peace, and many good things would come to
them, and that they would know the good way." 28 The plan now was that Ferris would move to Te
Pukenui's pa, Ruatoki, on the Whakatane river, and live under his patronage until December "when
I am then to go to Tekota [Te Kooti] and the King in the High Mountains of the Chate-chat and learn
the Maorie language and talk to all the King's people." Ferris concluded his report of the meeting
with the chiefs by remarking: "I have agreed to live with them four years and learn their language
and teach them the Book of Mormon and the doctrines of the Church, unless I am called home." 29
Thus, as of September 1881, the Mormon mission to the Maori looked promising indeed.
Ferris and LDS church leaders could hardly have been happier with the prospects. Yet, it is one of
26 Reported in Ferris to Editor of Deseret News , 11 Sept 1881, Deseret News , 10 Nov 1881.
Neither the original letter nor a copy of it has survived.
27 "Tamarau Waiari," in The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, Vol II, 1870 - 1900, 499500; and Binney, Redemption Songs , 155, 227, 249-50, 395-96, 476.
28 Ferris to the Editor of the Deseret Everring News, 11 Sept 1881, as published in the
Deseret Evening News , 10 Nov 1881. This Te Kooti prophecy is similar to the earlier one
ascribed to the king, Tawhiao. Since Ferris did not speak Maori, it is possible that names and
details may have been confused. Nonetheless, it seems clear that whatever actually was said,
Ferris believed that someone of stature, either the spiritual leader of his Ringatu listeners, or
the king himself, or both were willing to consider him a divinely sent ally in their efforts to help
their people.
29 Ferris to the Editor of the Deseret Evenihg News, 11 Sept 1881, as published in the
Deseret Evening News, 10 Nov 1881.
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those many mysteries of a past that only partially survives into the present that nothing ever came
of this auspicious start. Though Ferris had been spotty and brief in making diary entries through
the winter months of July and August, he was continuing his work among the Maori. The meeting
with the Tuhoe delegation in early September energized him and he made a few more entries in the
days following. Then, abrubtly (and inexplicably), all is silence. The next surviving document from
Ferris is written in December. Instead of emanating from Te Pukenui's pa and reporting that he is
on the verge of a triumphal entry into King Country as anticipated in the September
correspondence, it is actually written from the southern part of the Coromandel peninsula a
hundred miles from his Ringatu friends, and it says nothing about what had taken place in the
interim.
That Ferris, the Maori, or both grew disillusioned and broke off the teacher-student
relationship seems obvious, but why it happened can only be guessed at. Despite the apparent
initial endorsement from Te Kooti, did the Maori come to believe that warming to Mormonism
would take them on a trajectory away from the Ringatu faith? Did Ferris become impatient and
sour on the whole proposition? Political events in west also may have played a role. By the 1880s,
the Government was anxious to complete the railroad from Auckland to Wellington and to put the
land wars of the previous decade behind them. King Country was a kind of Sherwood Forest for
uncaptured Maori "rebels" hiding out after the wars had fizzled to a stalemate conclusion. It was
also directly in the anticipated path of the railroad. Both sides were feeling pressure to resolve the
standoff. In July 1881, just days after Ferris sent off his photo and letter to Te Kooti with Makarini
Tamarau, King Tawhiao crossed the Rohe Potae border, marched into the military outpost of
Alexandra, and laid down his weapons of war. Accommodation and reconciliation seemed to be in
the air, and it may be that Ferris's message struck the Maori leaders as potentially helpful. Four
months later, however, the winds seemed to be blowing again in the old patterns. In November,
only a few weeks after Te Pukenui laid out the plan for Ferris and his future interaction with the
Maori, Parihaka, the religious community established by another visionary, Te Whiti o Rongomai in
the Taranaki near King Country was burned to the ground by Government forces. Did this alter
Maori plans and sentiment in such a way that interest in Ferris and what he could offer soured?
Or was it something as undramatic as failed communication at a personal level? Bromley
noted in his journal later that year after nothing materialized that the "Maori think Ferris is mad."
Which Maori? Why? As has long been recognized, sometimes there is a fine line between madness
and inspiration, and the Pai Marire prophet Te Ua Haumene was regarded as a "madman" by his
whanau. 30 The full story may never be known, but for a brief moment a humble, unlettered miner
from southern Utah a/most wielded a great impact on the encounter between Maori and
Mormonism. Had things gone differently, Mormons today might have viewed John S. Ferris in the
same way they do to the great pioneering LDS missionary to Hawaii, George Q. Cannon, or even the
later, the lastingly influential missionary to the Maori, Matthew Cowley. In any case, the episode
illustrates the many points of interconnection between Maori tradition and the Mormon message.
Sometimes that recognition led to conversion, sometimes, as in this case, it did not. However, if in
the succeeding century, in the relationship between Maoritanga and Mormonism, there has
continued to be ebb and flow, accommodation and adjustment, it has always been with the
understanding there is a fundamental and ancient compatability between the two.
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